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RESEARCH ARTICLE

Control of Movement

Hip posture affects the firing properties of motor units in the tibialis anterior
muscle

Tetsuya Hirono,"? © Taian M. Vieira,® Alberto Botter,® and © Kohei Watanabe?
'Human Health Sciences, Graduate School of Medicine, Kyoto University, Kyoto, Japan; 2Laboratory of Neuromuscular
Biomechanics, School of Health and Sport Sciences, Chukyo University, Toyota, Japan; and *Laboratorio di Ingegneria del
Sistema Neuromuscolare (LISiN), Department of Electronics and Telecommunication, Politecnico di Torino, Turin, Italy

Abstract

In this study, we contend the firing properties of motor units change due to nonphysiological sources. We specifically ask
whether changes in the fibular nerve length, without a concurrent change in tibialis anterior architecture, affect motor unit firing
and recruitment strategies. We tested this hypothesis based on high-density surface electromyograms (EMGs) collected from the
tibialis anterior of 18 healthy young adults for two hip postures, flexed and extended. To control for changes in peripheral nerve
length, conduction time between electrical stimulation and generation of compound action potentials in extensor digitorum bre-
vis was measured for the two hip postures during rest. Motor units were decomposed from EMGs obtained during sustained iso-
metric dorsiflexion at 10% of the maximal voluntary contraction (MVC), and during ramp isometric contractions up to 20% MVC.
Individual motor unit firings were identified and tracked between the two postures. Nerve conduction time was significantly
shorter in hip flexed than in hip extended posture (P < 0.01), suggesting that peripheral nerve was stretched in the flexed hip
posture. MVC torque was not different between flexed and extended postures (P = 0.254). Motor unit firing rates during sus-
tained contraction at 10% of MVC, and during ramp-up contraction to 20% of MVC were significantly lower during flexed hip pos-
ture than during extended hip posture (P < 0.05). Hip flexion posture, which likely result in a stretching of the fibular nerve, was
observed to reduce the average firing rate of active motor units during relatively low contractions.

NEW & NOTEWORTHY Peripheral nerve condition can affect motor unit activations. Sciatic and fibular nerves are stretched by
ankle dorsiflexion, knee extension, and hip flexion. Hip flexion posture, which likely result in a stretching of the fibular nerve,
was observed to reduce the average firing rate of active motor units during relatively low contraction. Proximal joint posture,
which does not directly influence muscle architecture, should be considered to interpret neural input properties.

decomposition; fibular nerve; high-density surface electromyography; nerve conduction velocity; peroneal nerve

INTRODUCTION

Peripheral nerves are slacked and stretched with joint
movement. When excessively stretched, just like muscles,
the peripheral nerve mechanical property evaluated using
shear wave velocity could change (1-3), which may limit the
joint range of motion. Maximum ankle dorsiflexion joint
range of motion with hip flexion and knee extension is less
than that with hip extension and knee extension, due to feel-
ing discomfort (4). Because the degree of gastrocnemius and
soleus stretching is not influenced by hip joint, the nocicep-
tive afferents related to the stiffness of other tissues including
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sciatic nerve also restricts range of motion. Since hip joint
flexion can pull the sciatic nerve (5), the main contributors
are considered as peripheral nerves including sciatic, tibial,
and common fibular nerves. Peripheral nerves are subjected
to length changes with joint movement, just as muscles, being
therefore independent contributors to limit joint range of
motion (6).

Mechanical and neural properties of peripheral nerves and
muscles may change with pathological conditions and with
changes in joint angle (7, 8). In clinical situations, peripheral
neuropathy was reported to affect motor unit firing patterns
and thus motor performance. For example, patients with
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Charcot-Marie-Tooth disease type 1A have low motor unit fir-
ing rate (9). Patients with diabetes mellitus also exhibit low
motor unit firing rate (10) and greater motor unit firing vari-
ability (11). Patients with peripheral neuropathy, such as car-
pal tunnel syndrome (12), ulnar neuropathy (13), and diabetes
mellitus (14), have also stiffer peripheral nerves. The degree of
nerve slackness, which may also result from changes in joint
angle, has been observed to affect conduction time measure-
ments (15, 16). For example, when moving the hip joint from
extension to flexion, while keeping the knee joint extended,
conduction time measured by stimulating the common fibu-
lar nerve was observed to decrease (16). The sciatic and the
fibular nerves are pulled proximally as the hip flexes, decreas-
ing the degree of nerve slackness. Thus, given the stimulation
site was fixed, distally on the fibular nerve, the distance
traveled by action potentials elicited at such location until
reaching the extensor digitorum brevis muscle and then
the detection electrodes was expected to be shorter in the
hip flexed posture. Another study, using ultrasound shear
wave elastography, further reported that shear wave veloc-
ities of sciatic and tibial nerves were all greater with hip flex-
ion and knee extension than with hip and knee extension (1).
Collectively, these observations indicate that changes in joint
angle affect the degree of nerve slackness, increasing or
decreasing the conduction time from the spinal cord to the
muscles. A nociceptor exists on the peripheral nerve with
branches from the nerve itself (17-19). The nociceptor could
be sensitive to its stretching and the afferent feedback might
modulate the descending neural strategy.

The purpose of the present study was to investigate
whether proximal joint angle affects the firing pattern of
motor units in the tibialis anterior muscle. We manipulated
hip joint angle while keeping constant ankle and knee joint
angles. Notwithstanding the literature supporting a decrease
in fibular nerve slackness when flexing the hip (16), we
aimed to control for changes in nerve slackness indirectly in
this study. We measured conduction time from fibular head
to extensor digitorum brevis for the two hip postures. The
present study focused on motor units of tibialis anterior
because, being it a dorsiflexor muscle, changes in hip pos-
ture would be expected to affect only the fibular nerve and
not the studied muscle. Our hypotheses were that the firing
properties of motor units in tibialis anterior during submaxi-
mal dorsiflexion would change with changes in peripheral
nerve stretching, resulting from changes in hip joint flexion.

METHODS
Participants

Eighteen healthy young adults (4 women) participated
in the present study. The mean and standard deviation
values for age, height, and body mass were 30.3%6.0 yr,
175.9+7.1 cm, and 68.8+11.3 kg, respectively. None of
them reported physical problems such as, vestibular dis-
ease, neurological dysfunctions, and musculoskeletal
lesions. The purpose and procedures were explained to the
participants before they provided informed written con-
sent to participate in the study, which was conducted in
accordance with the Declaration of Helsinki and approved
by the local Ethics Committee (R3944).

J Neurophysiol « doi:10.1152/jn.00448.2024 - www.jn.org

Experimental Protocol

The present study is a cross-sectional design. The over-
view of the experimental protocol is shown in Fig. 1. Two
postures were considered; extended hip joint posture (Ext),
where peripheral nerve would not be stretched, and flexed
hip joint posture (Flex), where peripheral nerve would be
stretched. In Ext posture, subjects were leaning against a
backrest, inclined at 30° raised from chair seat. In Flex pos-
ture, they kept their hip flexed as much as possible not to
feel any uncomfortable pain. The hip flexion angle was
measured by a goniometer. Under the Ext or Flex postures,
the procedures were performed on the same day, in random
order.

After performing several submaximal contractions of dorsi-
flexion and maximal contractions as familiarization, subjects
performed two maximum voluntary contractions (MVC) of
dorsiflexion, with 2-min rest in between (Biodex system 4;
Biodex Medical Systems, Inc., Shirley, NY). The highest torque
value defined the MVC torque, used to scale submaximal iso-
metric: 1) sustained contraction at 10% of MVC torque for 120 s;
2) ramp-up contraction to 20% MVC, consisting of 10-s
ascending phase, 20-s hold phase, and 10-s descending
phase. The sustained and ramp contractions were per-
formed after familiarization.

Peripheral Nerve Conduction Time

To confirm peripheral nerve stretching, an evaluation of
nerve conduction time of deep fibular nerve was performed.
To detect the difference in conduction time between hip pos-
tures, the conduction time from fibular head (stimulation
site) to extensor digitorum brevis [electromyogram (EMG)
detection site] was evaluated. We adopted this configuration
to maximize the nerve pathway and therefore the conduction
time differences between conditions. A dry electrode array
was used to estimate the direction of extensor digitorum bre-
vis fascicles (20). A linear array of eight monopolar electrodes
(ELSCHOO08, OT Bioelettronica, Turin, Italy) was attached
over the muscle belly of extensor digitorum brevis, and the
reference electrode was placed over the fifth metatarsopha-
langeal joint to calculate the nerve conduction time. A second
reference electrode was attached over the lateral malleolus
(WS2; OT Bioelettronica, Turin, Italy). Stimulation places were
below the fibular head, along the fibular nerve path (16). A
constant-current neuromuscular stimulator (Model DS7AH;
Digitimer, Welwyn Garden City, UK) delivering a monophasic
rectangular pulse with a duration of 200 us was used. A small
cathode electrode (1 x1 cm) was positioned ~1 cm distally
with respect to the fibular head, along the fibular nerve path,
with three large anodes (3.5 x 4.5 cm) placed over and around
the patella. The stimulation of the fibular nerve can lead to
the activation of both tibialis anterior and extensor digito-
rum brevis muscles (21). We recorded the latencies from
the electrical stimulation to the generation of the action
potential of extensor digitorum brevis while participants
were relaxed in both postures. Surface electromyograms
(EMGs) were acquired in monopolar derivation with a multi-
channel amplifier (EMG-Quattrocento; OT Bioelettronica,
Turin, Italy): 180 V/V amplification factor, 10,240 Hz sampling
rate, 16-bit A/D converter. Single-differential EMGs were com-
puted and the innervation zone was identified (22). Nerve
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Figure 1. Overview of the study and experimental setup. Participants sat in two postures; extended hip joint (Ext) and flexed hip joint (Flex) postures.
Their left foot was fixed on an attachment of Biodex during the experiment. First, electro stimulation was applied at posterior fibular head and an actional
potential of extensor digitorum brevis was recorded to calculate the peripheral nerve conduction time, which could estimate peroneal nerve stretching
(1). Following measurements of maximum voluntary contraction (MVC) torque, sustained isometric contraction of dorsiflexion at 10% of MVC for 120 s and
ramp-up contraction with 10-s increasing phase (2i) and 10-s ramp-up contraction to 20% of MVC (2ii) were performed in each hip position. The red and
blue circles represent individual motor unit firing rate and red and blue lines represent smoothed firing rates.

conduction time was computed as the time from when the
current pulse was generated, rising edge of the trigger pulse
commanding the stimulation device, to the instant of the pos-
itive peak of the action potential detected by the channel clos-
est to the innervation zone of the extensor digitorum brevis
(Fig. 1).

High-Density Surface Electromyography

During voluntary dorsiflexion tasks, high-density surface
EMG signals were recorded from the tibialis anterior using a
semidisposable adhesive grid of 64 electrodes (GROSMM1305,
OT Bioelettronica, Turin, Italy). A disposable bi-adhesive
form (KITO8MM1305, OT Bioelettronica) including cavities in
correspondence of the grid’s electrodes was used to attach the
electrodes to the skin. The foam’s cavities were filled with
conductive paste (Ten20, Weaver and Co., Aurora, CO) to
establish the electrical contact between the skin and the elec-
trodes. After cleaning the skin with abrasive paste (Nuprep, D.
0. Weaver & Co, Aurora, CO) and water (23), the grid of elec-
trodes was placed 1 cm lateral from the edge of the tibia and
over the belly of the tibialis anterior muscle (24). A reference
electrode was attached to the tibial tuberosity. During sub-
maximal contractions, high-density surface EMG signals were
obtained using the same EMG amplifier reported earlier,
sampled at a rate of 2,048 Hz. Torque signal from the dyna-
mometer machine (Biodex system 4; Biodex Medical Systems,
Inc., Shirley, NY) was sampled synchronously with the EMGs,
through the auxiliary inputs of the multichannel EMG ampli-
fier. The exerted and target torque levels were displayed on a
monitor in real time as visual feedback.

1076

Recorded monopolar EMGs were decomposed into single
motor units with a validated algorithm (DEMUSE software,
v.6.1; The University of Maribor, Slovenia; 25, 26), running in
MATLAB (R2021a, MathWorks GK, Tokyo, Japan). After the
signals were differentiated between adjacent electrodes in
the longitudinal direction, 59-channel differentiated signals
were decomposed and individual motor units were identi-
fied. Any physiologically irregular motor unit firing (less than
4 and over 30 Hz) (27-30) and individual motor unit with fir-
ing rates showing a coefficient of variation of over 30% were
discarded (31). All the decomposition results were manually
inspected in each task. In addition, detected motor units
were tracked between two postures using the convolution
kernel compensation (CKC) technique in DEMUSE software
to calculate the motor unit filters that were estimated at one
condition and the same filters were transferred to the other
condition (32). In 10% of MVC sustained task, motor unit fir-
ing rates were calculated as four intervals between 10 s and
20 s, between 60 s and 70 s, between 100 s and 110 s, and
between 10 s and 110 s after the start of contraction, as the ini-
tial, middle, last, and whole phase (Fig. 1, 2i). Moreovetr, inter-
spike interval variability in the same phases was calculated.
All firings within each interval were used to calculate mean
firing rate and interspike interval variability. In ramp-up to
20% of MVC task, recruitment threshold of each motor unit
was defined as the torque level where the initial firing was
identified. To evaluate the initial firing rate and peak firing
rate during the ramp-up phase, moving average of firing rate
was calculated with a window of 10 firings, afterward initial
firing rate and peak firing rate were picked up (Fig. 1, 2ii).
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Figure 2. Peripheral nerve conduction time. Each plot and line represent
individual data. The bar represents the mean values in each position. *A
significant difference between extended (Ext) and flexed (Flex) hip joint
postures (P < 0.05).

Statistical Analysis

All statistical analyses were performed using a statistical
software (SPSS v.29.0, IBM Japan Inc., Tokyo, Japan). The
Gaussian distribution of all variables was checked using
Shapiro-Wilk test. Paired ¢ tests were performed to compare
MVC torque and nerve conduction time between Ext and
Flex postures. Because the multilevel model statistical analy-
sis is recommended (33, 34), for comparisons between
detected motor units in each posture (nontracked motor
units), linear mixed model analyses of variance, with sub-
jects as a random factor and posture as a fixed factor, and
with unstructured variance-covariance matrix, were per-
formed. For comparisons between tracked motor units
between two postures, linear mixed model analyses of var-
iance, with motor unit as a random factor and posture as a
fixed factor, and with unstructured variance-covariance
matrix, were performed. The mean differences (A) and 95%
confidence interval (95% CI) were calculated. To examine
the relationship between the amount of fibular nerve
stretching and tracked motor unit firing properties, the
changes in the variables from Ext to Flex posture were calcu-
lated and Spearman’s correlation coefficient were calculated.
Significance was set as P < 0.05.

J Neurophysiol « doi:10.1152/jn.00448.2024 - www.jn.org

RESULTS

Joint Angles, Peripheral Nerve Conduction Times, and
MVC Torque

In Ext and Flex postures, hip flexion angle was 32.5+4.3°
and 82.2 +14.6°, respectively (0° = hip and knee fully extended,
supine position; 90° = trunk perpendicular to the femur). The
paired ¢ test was performed and found that the nerve conduc-
tion time was significantly shorter in Flex posture (14.9+1.4
ms) than in Ext posture (15.0 1.3 ms) (A 0.13 ms; 95% CI 0.06—
0.19 ms; P < 0.01) (Fig. 2). The paired t test was performed and
found that MVC torques were not significantly different
between Ext (23.0 +1.7 N-m) and Flex postures (24.1+1.3 N-m,
P=0.254).

Motor Unit Firing Behaviors during Sustained
Contraction at 10% of MVC

The number of detected motor units was 276 and 265 in Ext
and Flex postures, respectively. The number of tracked motor
units was 201, and 11.2 per participant. Figure 3 shows the differ-
ences in motor unit firing rate in each phase in tracked motor
units (Fig. 3, top) and nontracked motor units (Fig. 3, bottom).
During all phases, motor unit firing rates in Flex posture were
significantly lower than those in Ext posture, considering both
tracked (whole phase: A 0.27 pps, 95% CI 0.17-0.48 pps, P <
0.01; initial phase: A 0.25 pps, 95% CI 0.10-0.40 pps, P < 0.01;
middle phase: A 0.28 pps, 95% CI 0.14-0.43 pps, P < 0.01; last
phase: A 0.26 pps, 95% CI 0.14-0.39 pps, P < 0.01) and non-
tracked motor units (whole phase: A 0.28 pps, 95% CI 0.05-0.50
pps, P = 0.018; initial phase: A 0.35 pps, 95% CI 0.04-0.66 pps,
P = 0.026; middle phase: A 0.29 pps, 95% CI 0.05-0.53 pps, P =
0.019; last phase: A 0.26 pps, 95% CI 0.03-0.48 pps, P = 0.026).
Figure 4 shows the differences in interspike interval variabilities
in each phase in tracked motor units (Fig. 4, top) and non-
tracked motor units (Fig. 4, bottom). In both tracked or non-
tracked motor units, the variability during middle phases were
significantly smaller in Flex than in Ext posture (tracked motor
units: A 1.08%, 95% CI 0.64%-1.53%, P < 0.01; nontracked
motor units: A 1.00%, 95% CI 0.36%-1.66%, P < 0.01), but dur-
ing the last phase, there were no significances in either tracked
(A —0.16%; 95% CI —0.56 to 0.25%; P = 0.449) or nontracked
motor units (A 0.67%; 95% CI —0.09% to 1.42%; P = 0.084). The
variability in only tracked motor units during initial phase and
whole phase was significantly smaller in Flex than in Ext pos-
ture (initial phase: A 0.58%, 95% CI 0.22%—-0.95%, P = 0.049;
whole phase: A 0.58%, 95% CI 0.22%—-0.95%, P < 0.01), but not
in nontracked motor units (initial phase: A 0.85%, 95%
CI -0.12% to 1.82%, P = 0.085; whole phase: A 0.62%, 95%
CI —0.87% t0 1.32%, P = 0.086).

Motor Unit Firing Behaviors during Ramp-Up to 20% of
MvC

The number of detected motor units was 226 and 225 in
Ext and Flex postures, respectively. The number of tracked
motor units was 209, and 11.6 per participant. Figure 5 shows
the differences in recruitment threshold in tracked motor
units (Fig. 5, left) and nontracked motor units (Fig. 5, right).
Recruitment thresholds in Flex posture were significantly
higher than those in Ext posture in tracked motor unit com-
parison (A 2.0%MVC; 95% CI 1.6-2.5%MVC; P < 0.01), but not
in nontracked comparison (A 0.8%MVC; 95% CI —0.3 t0 1.9%
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Figure 3. Motor unit firing rate during sustained contraction at 10% of max-
imum voluntary contraction. The lines in each violin plot show the quartiles
of the data. Top shows motor unit firing rate in tracked motor units, and
bottom shows those in detected motor units in each position. Whole
phase was an interval between 10 s and 110 s after the beginning of sus-
tained contraction. Initial, middle, and last phases were defined as the 10-s
interval with the starts of 10 s, 60 s, and 100 s after the beginning of sus-
tained contraction. MU, motor unit. *A significant difference between
extended (Ext) and flexed (Flex) hip joint postures (P < 0.05).

MVC; P = 0.167). Figure 6 shows initial motor unit firing rate
(Fig. 6, left) and peak firing rate (Fig. 6, right) in tracked motor
units (Fig. 6, top) and nontracked motor units (Fig. 6, bottom).
In tracked motor units, initial and peak motor unit firing rates
were significantly lower in Flex than those in Ext posture (ini-
tial: A 0.39 pps, 95% CI 0.17-0.60 pps, P < 0.01; peak: A 0.54
pPDpSs, 95% CI 0.37-0.72 pps, P < 0.01). Similarly, in nontracked
motor units, initial and peak firing rates were significantly
lower in Flex than in Ext posture (initial: A 0.52 pps, 95% CI
0.14-0.90 pps, P < 0.01; peak: 0.71 pps, 95% CI 0.25-1.17 pps,
P < 0.01).

Relationship between the Change in Fibular Nerve
Conduction Time and Tracked Motor Unit Firing Properties

There were no significant correlations between the change
in nerve conduction time and motor unit firing rate during
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sustained task at 10% of MVC (whole phase, P = 0.602; initial
phase, P = 0.745; middle phase, P = 0.356; last phase, P =
0.713), and motor unit recruitment threshold during ramp-
up task to 20% of MVC (P = 0.363), and firing rate during
ramp-up task (initial firing rate; P = 0.277, peak firing rate;
P = 0.115).

DISCUSSION

The present study investigated the effects of proximal joint
posture on motor unit firing behaviors of tibialis anterior dur-
ing low-intensity voluntary dorsiflexion. During Flex posture
where the slackness of peripheral nerve was removed, motor
unit firing rate was significantly lower. However, there was
not any relationships between the amount of peripheral nerve
slackness and motor unit firing activations. This is the first
study to reveal the differences in motor unit firing behavior

Tracked MUs between conditions (n=201)

[ Ext
40 I Flex
* * *
=
301
£
3
5
-
g
520
g
£
[=%
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Detected MUs in each condition (Ext: n=276, Flex: n=265)

401
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Figure 4. Interspike interval variability during sustained contraction at 10%
of maximum voluntary contraction. The lines in each violin plot show the
quartiles of the data. Top shows interspike interval variability in tracked
motor units, and bottom shows those in detected motor units in each posi-
tion. Whole phase was an interval between 10 s and 110 s after the begin-
ning of sustained contraction. Initial, middle, and last phases were defined
as the 10-s interval with the starts of 10 s, 60 s, and 100 s after the begin-
ning of sustained contraction. MU, motor unit. *A significant difference
between extended (Ext) and flexed (Flex) hip joint postures (P < 0.05).
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Figure 5. Recruitment threshold during ramp-up contraction to 20% of
maximum voluntary contraction (MVC). The lines in each violin plot show
the quartiles of the data. MU, motor unit. *A significant difference between
extended (Ext) and flexed (Flex) hip joint postures (P < 0.05).

with different proximal joint posture, which does not directly
influence muscle architecture.

To estimate the peripheral nerve length condition, we
measured and compared the nerve conduction time between
two different postures. In previous studies (15, 16), nerve con-
duction time was measured to estimate the peripheral nerve
conditions. One of them examined common fibular nerve
conduction time by electrical stimulation and measurement
of action potential from extensor digitorum brevis (16).
Recent previous studies (1, 3, 35) confirmed the sciatic and
common fibular nerve stretching using shear wave elastogra-
phy as similar posture as that in the present study. Robinson
and Probyn (5) simulated and reported that the distance
between center of femoral head and sciatic nerve was 41 mm
in the supine position and the pulled sciatic nerve from 0° to
90° hip flexion was 64 mm. In our current study, the differ-
ence between two hip flexion angles was ~50°. Considering
the conduction speed to be constant at ~100 mm/ms (36,
37), the 0.1 ms mean difference we observed in conduction
time would correspond to ~10 mm change in the traveling
distance from the fibular head to the extensor digitorum
brevis. This figure is well within the 35 mm of excursion
reported recently for a change in hip joint angle 50° (5). It
should be noted that we computed conduction time based
on M-Wave measurements taken distal to the knee joint,
where the fibular nerve could be stimulated easily. Changes
in hip posture would indeed be expected to account for a rel-
atively small change in nerve length, likely explaining the
10 mm figure. Our results are therefore in agreement with
the notion that hip flexion decreases the amount of fibular
nerve slackness.

During sustained contraction at 10% of MVC, motor unit
firing rate was significantly lower in peripheral nerve
stretching position (Fig. 3) and during ramp-up contraction
to 20% of MVC (Fig. 6). The lower firing rate in peripheral
nerve stretching position could be partly explained by the
changes in recruitment threshold of the motor units.

J Neurophysiol « doi:10.1152/jn.00448.2024 - www.jn.org

Tracked motor units were recruited at higher torque levels
during peripheral nerve stretching position than during
nerve slack position (Fig. 5), suggesting that number of
active motor units would be increased during peripheral
nerve stretching. Focusing on tracked motor units, there
were few tracked motor units in Flex posture during initial
force exertion (such as from 0 to 3% of MVC in Fig. 5), sug-
gesting that the initial force production might require other
motor unit activations to compensate the inactive tracked
motor unit firings. It could be possible that other additional
recruited motor units might activate to produce force exer-
tion, leading to the reduction of tracked motor unit firing
rate during low-intensity force exertion. Whereas focusing
on nontracked motor units, motor units with significantly
higher recruitment thresholds were recruited during Flex
(Fig. 5). It could also be possible that motor units with high
recruitment threshold can produce high force exertion due
to large size of motor unit. In general, motor units with
high recruitment thresholds fires at low frequency during

Tracked MUs between conditions (n=209)

[ Ext *
I Flex

*

10

Motor unit firing rate, pps
o

()]
1

Initial Peak

Detected MUs in each condition (Ext: n=226, Flex: n=225)
30

N
(63}
1

-
o
1

Motor unit firing rate, pps
o

(&)
1

0

T T

Initial Peak

Figure 6. Motor unit firing rate during ramp-up contraction to 20% of maxi-
mum voluntary contraction. The lines in each violin plot show the quartiles
of the data. Top shows interspike interval variability in tracked motor units,
and bottom shows those in detected motor units in each position. MU,
motor unit. *A significant difference between extended (Ext) and flexed
(Flex) hip joint postures (P < 0.05).
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submaximal constant exertion, presumably because of their
relatively larger size according to the size principle (38, 39).
Thus, the same intensity torque exertion would require to
less firing rate of motor units in peripheral nerve stretching
position.

Peripheral nerve, especially epineurium and perineurium
contain a plexus of nerve fibers, which is called as nervi
nervorum (19), with branches from the nerve itself (17, 18).
The nervi nervorum can play as a nociceptor to be sensitive
to stretching in the long axis of the peripheral nerve (40, 41).
The afferent feedback from nervi nervorum to motor unit
activations is not fully understood, but some literatures
investigated the effect of experimental muscle pain on motor
unit recruitment strategies. The previous studies have com-
monly reported a decrease in firing rate of lower-threshold
motor units, following the excitation of higher-threshold
motor units (42-45). The adaptation is believed to be related
to group III and IV afferent inhibition for motor neuron pool.
Although we confirmed the participants did not feel any
uncomfortable pain during Flex posture, the afferent inhibi-
tion might alter motor unit recruitment strategy in response
to peripheral nerve stretching. However, the present study
did not directly evaluate afferent system including nocicep-
tor or group IIT and IV pathway. A determinate mechanism,
why our results occurred during peripheral nerve stretching,
was unclear from the present study protocol, but it is certain
that recruitment strategy was different with proximal joint
posture.

Low-intensity torque exertion required a reduction in
motor unit firing rate, such as sustained at 10% of MVC
(Fig. 3). This was observed in both tracked and nontracked
motor units. These results might suggest that recruitment pat-
tern to produce low-intensity force exertion was influenced
by peripheral nerve stretching, or that motor units of different
size are sensitive differently to nerve stretching. Experimental
muscle pain can reduce initial motor unit firing rate in a pre-
vious study, where the participants performed 4-min dorsi-
flexion at 25% of MVC (42). Although we confirmed that the
participants did not feel uncomfortable pain during the pos-
ture, stretch-related nociceptor in peripheral nerve might
play as the similar inhibition pathway that might be active to
alter motor unit recruitment strategy.

Motor unit firing variability during sustained contraction
at 10% of MVC was smaller in Flex than in Ext posture
(Fig. 4). In patients with diabetes mellitus who have a stiff
peripheral nerve (14), their motor unit firing variability was
significantly greater than age-matched healthy control sub-
jects’ (11). Although the stiff peripheral nerve might be differ-
ent condition from the peripheral nerve stretching, if
considering that the peripheral nerve conditions were
degenerated in the patients, our results suggested that the
firing variability in neuropathy patients could not be influ-
enced by stiff peripheral nerve condition, but caused by
other neuromuscular mechanism.

We should note the absence of correlation between the
change in nerve conduction time and the change in motor
unit firing behaviors from Ext to Flex posture in the present
results. Even though we could detect a difference in conduc-
tion time, this difference may not be sufficiently sensitive to
the change in nerve length between the two positions.
Indeed, since the stimulation site was distal, the change in
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the nerve length from the stimulation site to the muscle may
have been too small for resulting in an appreciable change in
conduction time. Moreover, our conduction time estimates
were limited by the temporal resolution of our measures, as
with 10 kHz sampling frequency we cannot assess differen-
ces in conduction time shorter than 0.1 ms. Therefore, the
lack of correlation between conduction time and motor unit
firing behavior does not exclude an effect of changes in
nerve length on the motor unit firing pattern. Other compet-
ing mechanisms possibly explaining the changes in motor
unit firing behavior with hip posture are associated with the
neural circuits. As other possibility, reflex circuits from one
muscle to the other muscles were observed in previous
reports (46, 47). In the present study, the degree of stretching
hamstring muscle was different between two hip positions.
The difference might perhaps have modulated tibialis ante-
rior firing behaviors. As another reason, cerebellum, brain
stem, and afferent system including deep sensation could be
related to the changes in motor unit firing behaviors (48).
The neural mechanism other than peripheral nerve stretch-
ing should be investigated in future studies. In addition, if
we could use ultrasound shear wave elastography, which is a
good evaluation tool to measure the stiffness of soft tissue,
we could have assessed the degree of peripheral nerve
stretching in detail. This is a possible limitation of the pres-
ent study.

Conclusions

The novel findings of the present study suggested that
proximal joint angle could change motor unit recruitment
thresholds and reduce the average firing rate of active motor
units, even both tracked and nontracked motor units. These
results could be of importance for neurophysiology when
considering joint position and force exertion, such as treat-
ment or training for patients or athletes with considering the
conditions or adaptations of neuromuscular systems.
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